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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 


The report focuses on the North End neighbourhood residents in Hamilton, Ontario and their efforts to 
organize and ensure Plastimet debris cleanup. The discussion does not directly address details of the 
Plastimet fire. Rather, the discussion focuses on the neighbourhood organizing process as a result of the 
residents’ concerns about their health and environmental contamination. The report describes the North 
End residents’ response to the various issues leading to the massive toxic fire and the fire itself that 


occurred in July 1997. 


Included in this report is a review of three models of community organizing and their relevance in our 
understanding of neighbourhood building and participation as it occurred in the North End example. 
These three approaches to community organizing include, social planning, social action and locality 


development. 


The report also highlights the obstacles, successes and lessons that characterized the North End 


residents’ organizing efforts for nearly a year since the occurrence of the Plastimet fire. 


(iii) 


u apa nd lp Gaun| ateqnt Pie eee A 


Be ee 
ery wees aso we qq & —- 


1.0 INTRODUCTION 


Neighbourhood organizing can help to create an environment and the kind of dynamics that allow for 
positive changes. The process of neighbourhood organizing involves residents working together as they 
attempt to resolve specific concerns or issues. Over the years, neighbourhoods have organized to co- 
operatively work with or resist the dominant power and to stimulate political, economic, social, as well as 
environment change (Fisher p.12, 1994). Often neighbourhoods organize themselves as a result of the 
emergence of a specific issue(s). The issues that cause neighbourhoods to organize vary. As well, the 
nature and extent of neighbourhood participation may change depending on the problem (Mcknight p.109, 


1993): 


The North End neighbourhood of Hamilton-Wentworth attracted public and media attention in July 1997 
after the fire at the Plastimet recycling company. Following the fire, a number of health and 
environmental concerns emerged which led the residents to organize themselves and collectively 
pressure government to arrange for a full public inquiry into the various aspects related to the Plastimet 


site and to make physical improvements in the neighbourhood. 


Many different authors have investigated the various aspects of the Plastimet fire, but there has been little 
or no recognition of the collective local efforts made by the North End residents to improve their 


neighbourhood. 


This paper focuses on the experiences of some of the North End residents as they organized their 
neighbourhood against the perceived health and environmental threats. In efforts to better understand the 
process and strategies used by the North End residents in their organizing efforts, three models of 
community organizing will be incorporated into a theoretical framework to be developed later in the paper. 
The theoretical framework incorporates three distinct, but interrelated approaches to community 


organizing that include, social planning, social action and locality development 


1.1 The Scope of the Project 


In an attempt to explore the planning and organizing process of the North End residents after the fire, 


this project focused on the following four areas: 


1) The nature of the neighbourhood before the Plastiment fire. 

2) How the neighbourhood successfully organized itself around issues arising 
from the Plastimet fire. 

3) How the larger community and community organizations helped or hindered the 
residents’ efforts to organize and achieve positive change. 

4) The accomplishments that residents they felt had achieved as a result of their organizing 


efforts after the massive plastic fire. 


2.0 BACKGROUND 


To acquire a general perspective and comprehension of the community concerns about Plastimet issues 
requires one to begin by clarifying some of the pre-fire and post-fire issues. The Plastimet site at 363 
Wellington Street North, located in a North End neighbourhood of Hamilton, was occupied by Usarco, a 
scrap metal recycling company that started its operation in 1948. According to the Hamilton Spectator, 
(Sept. 20, 1997) the recycling of scrap metals and other industrial waste products were poorly performed 


and led to contamination of the area. 


From 1990 to 1993, the site was vacant and used as a dump. Again, in 1993, this site made local 
headlines when some students entered the abandoned Usarco factory laboratory, removed some liquid 
mercury which had not been disposed of and later caused a mercury spill in a schoolyard. Apparently, 


some children from this school were exposed to this chemical (The Spectator, July 11, 1997). 


On July 9", 1997, a massive plastic fire broke out and it led to further environmental contamination as 
toxic fumes were released into the air and surrounding property (The Toronto Star, July 26, 1997). The 
fire resulted in an evacuation of six hundred and fifty (650) residents and thirty five (35) businesses from 
the neighbourhood. The original voluntary evacuation zone included the area bordered by Burlington St. 
(North), Barton St. (South), Victoria Ave. (East) and Ferguson (West) (See appendix A). For 
compensation purposes, the evacuation zone was later revised and expanded to include the following 


boundaries, Burlington St. (North), Cannon St. (South), Wentworth St. (East) and John St. (West). 


The history of events, culminating in the fire of July 1997, have prompted many residents to question both 
the local and provincial governments’ roles regarding the site at 363 Wellington Street North. One of the 
primary demands of the North End residents is that the province of Ontario conduct a full public inquiry 
into the different aspects of the Plastimet fire that seem to be puzzling for most neighbours (See appendix 
B). According to local residents, the attempts made by the Ministry of Environment to respond to these 


questions do not seem to satisfy the already aggrieved residents. 


While the pre-fire and post-fire issues are more complex than suggested here, chronicling the details of 
these events is beyond the scope of this discussion. The intention of this brief overview of the events is to 
inform readers why North End residents organized themselves to demand and pressure the provincial 
ministries and municipal agencies to effectively deal with environmental and health issues in tieir 


community. 
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3.0 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 


The theoretical framework used for the purpose of analysis in this study identifies three separate, but 
interrelated models of community organizing including: social action, locality development and social 
planning (Rothman, 1970). Social action, as a community organizing model, helps organizers to identify 
the problem(s) in the neighbourhood and to rally the residents around those issues that are perceived as 
a threat to the community. The strategies to overcome the neighbourhood problems involve confrontation 
with those who hold power. There is less use of consensus among stakeholder groups to solve the 
neighbourhood problems. The local people themselves are leaders of neighbourhood group, but in some 
cases outside organizers may also become involved in helping the aggrieved people to take action for 
positive change. The expected outcomes of the social action model include, changing policies and 
programs of organizations and the government, as well as residents achieving greater power in the 


decision making of the community affairs. 


According to the locality development model, reasons for organizing and forming a group relate to 
preservation and improvement of the physical or commercial value of the property in the local community. 
The methods used by the local people to reach their goals involve applying pressure, political lobbying or 
working with local officials to obtain needed services. As well, the local group may use legal tactics to 


have their needs met (Kieffer, p 9-36, 1984). 


Social planning, as an organizing model, focuses on building a sense of community and use of 
professionals outside the community to facilitate the planning process between all key stakeholders. Toa 
large extent, this approach assumes that the neighbourhood goals can be achieved by consensus 
because there is a common interest between the public officials, residents and other key stakeholder 


groups (Fisher, et al, 1994). 


As explained above, these approaches seem to be theoretically different. For most community scholars, 
the main difference between these three models seem to be based on the belief that both locality 
development and social action models strongly emphasize the idea of resident participation in the 
organizing process , while social planning Is facilitated by the outside professionals with limited 
neighbourhood involvement (Lee, p.22, 1993). However, there are many ways that the strategies 
involved in the social action, locality development and social planning models overlap or compliment each 


other 


As aresult, sometimes, it is very difficult to draw a fine line between these models in real life situations 
(Lee, p.21, 1993). Valocchi (1997) contends that the locality development approach, which focuses on 
the preservation of community property, requires applying pressure on local officials to obtain the needed 
services. The use of confrontation and pressure on local officials to achieve the desired community goals 
seem to be a common strategy in both social action and locality development models. As a result, it is 
sometimes difficult for one to make a clear distinction between these models. Likewise, the main 
component of social planning that involves organizing and empowerment of local residents to achieve 
community goals may require questioning and challenging the power of other stakeholder groups. 


Therefore, the social planning approach may at times involve conflict in structured settings. 


Noting that the three models are theoretically different, and that some scholars emphasize one approach 
over another should not lead us to conclude that these models are mutually exclusive. Stoeker and Stall 
(1996) maintain that it is almost impossible to organize a neighbourhood by using only one model because 


of the interconnectedness between of all these approaches. 


4.0 METHODOLOGY 


For this project, a qualitative research design was applied. Generally, qualitative research involves in- 
depth description of situations, events, people, interactions, observed behaviours, beliefs attitudes and 
thoughts. The research design was beneficial in terms of gathering detailed descriptions of the 
neighbourhood organizing process. In particular, interviewing, participant observation and document 
analysis were three qualitative methods used for collecting data. It was through use of a combination of 


the three data collection methods that enabled the researcher to have a better focus of this study. 


4.1 Semi-Structured Interviewing 


The primary method of data collection was the semi-structured interview. The main objective of the semi- 
structured interviewing technique is to carry on a guided conservation and to elicit rich, detailed 
information that can be used in qualitative analysis. The interviews were conducted on a one to one basis 


and incorporated open-ended questions to allow respondents an opportunity for self-expression. 


In total, four people from the ‘primary group’ were interviewed. The primary group consisted of people 
who played a key role in mobilizing the neighbourhood after the fire. The method of approaching only a 


small number of the most informed/involved players is known as ‘purposive sampling.’ 


During interviews, participants were asked to discuss their feelings and perspectives on four distinct 


aspects of the neighbourhood organizing process. Specifically, they were asked: 


1) What was the neighbourhood like before the Plastimet fire? 

2) How did the neighbourhood successfully organize itself around issues arising from the 
Piastimet fire? 

3) How did the community and community organizations help or hinder the residents’ efforts to 
organize and achieve positive change? 

4) Do residents feel that they have been successful in organizing themselves as a 


neighbourhood and what are some of your accomplishments? 


4.2 Participant Observation 


The participant observation method allows the researcher to be a full participant in the on-going activities 
of the group or social organization. The identity of the researcher can be overt if he/she is playing a 
known role. On the contrary, the researcher's identity can be covert if he/she does not identify him/herself 


to the group under observation. 


In this case, the Known observer approach involved sitting-in weekly Plastimet meetings held at 

St. Bennetto Recreation Centre and the North Hamilton Community Health Centre. It was through the 
Known and neutral observer approach was able the researcher to establish contacts with area residents. 
The method also provided the researcher an opportunity to observe and to gain a better understanding of 
the dynamics of the public meetings between neighbourhood organizers and public officials, which 


contributed to the final analysis of this report. 


4.3 Content Analysis 


Content analysis involves a critical review of the available literature relevant to the phenomenon under 
investigation. The content analysis approach was used to review local newspapers and official 
government documents to gain a broader understanding of issues related to the Plastimet fire. The 
content analysis method was instrumental in providing background and adding depth to the research 


findings. 


5.0 STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS 


One of the limitations associated with qualitative research is that the method often involves conducting 
interviews with a small sample size. In this case study, it is possible that there were specific details that 
could have been provided by the other people who were less active in the neighbourhood issues related to 


Plastimet. 


For purposes of increasing the credibility of the findings, member checks were conducted. According to 
Lincoln and Guba (1958) the process of ‘member checking’ involves testing the researcher's 
interpretations with members of the stakeholder groups from whom the data were originally collected. The 
process allowed the researcher to clarify information and to obtain a more credible account of the 


organizing experiences of the North End residents. 


Further, in this study, the main limitation of using the participant observation method, especially during the 
Plastimet public meetings, was having to constantly control the strong feelings towards the work, 
concerns and matters of the residents. One had to consistently maintain a neutral observer position to 
avoid the potential danger of taking sides and viewing the entire process from one angle. However, using 
the participant observation technique can be viewed as a strength, because the method excludes the 
separation between the researcher and the group under study. As indicated earlier, assuming the role of 
a neutral and known observer allowed the researcher to work closely with some residents, gain 


accessibility to certain situations, and information which greatly contributed to the completion of this 


study 


6.0 FINDINGS 


During the preliminary stages of the study, four broad questions were formulated to provide a guideline for 
the interviews with neighbourhood residents. As mentioned earlier, these broad open-ended questions 


were as follows: 


1) What was the neighbourhood like before the Plastimet fire? 


2) How did the neighbourhood successfully organized itself around issues arising from the 


Plastimet fire? 


3) How did the community and community organizations help or hinder the residents’ efforts to 


organize and achieve positive change? 


4) Do residents feel that they have been successful in organizing themselves as a 


neighbourhood and what are some of your accomplishments? 


Reflected in the following sections below are residents’ responses to the four (4) broad questions. From 


these responses, there are themes that emerged under each area of investigation. 


6.1 The Nature of Neighbourhood Before the Fire 


According to the interviewees, North End area is a type of a neighbourhood with many families living in 
single homes. As noted by one resident, the neighbourhood is located in a major industrial area, but it 
was Calm, quiet and non threatening until the operation of the Plastimet business that appeared to 


endanger the area. 
“North End is a good place to live, work and children can play and go to school here.”’ 
There were two main themes that emerged when interviewees were asked to describe the nature of their 


neighbourhood before the fire. These two themes included, personal relationships and physical 


Surroundings. 
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6.1.1 Personal Relationships 


Regarding personal relationships, respondents noted that they did not have a closely-knit neighbourhood 


where people would join to socialize together during occasional events. 


For some interviewees, lack of strong neighbourhood relationships was attributed to busy work schedules 
which left many residents with limited time to socialize. For other residents, they had only stayed in the 


area for a few months and had no prior opportunity to meet with their neighbours. As one resident stated: 


“| moved in the neighbourhood in October 1996 and fire happened in July 1997. So, | have not 
been in the neighbourhood for long. Plus, with work it is hard to meet many people in 


the neighbourhood, but | find it friendly.” 


Despite the lack of strong social contact among residents, the interviewees described their 


neighbourhood as friendly. 


6.1.2 Physical Surroundings 


Concerning physical surroundings, for many years, there was fear among residents that the Plastimet 
Company was collecting all kinds of unknown materials on the site in their neighbourhood. As one 


resident recounted: 


“Every time, | walked up there, | saw some plastic building up and building up. It looks like 


they are going to load up the place and walk away and we will be stuck with it or the city.” 
For some residents, the accumulation of the unknown substances on the site was a warning sign that a 
problem(s) would occur in the future. However, there was no neighbourhood intervention to solve the 


problem because, as one resident stated, 


“We were not organized at that point.” 


6.1.3 Neighbourhood Participation 


Respondents indicated that the occurrence of the fire created many shared concerns among the North 
End residents as evidenced by an attendance of approximately 700 people at the first public information 


meeting following a quick local radio announcement. As one resident explained: 


“We did not know much about what was going on after the fire. So, we just went there 
like everybody else. This first public meeting was organized and conducted by the 


Ministry of Environment.” 


As it turned out, the proceedings of this meeting did not meet many of the needs of the community. 
According to one of the respondents, residents attending did not receive answers to their questions 
relating to health risks, evacuation and the clean-up process. For most residents, there was increased 
anger while others felt betrayed and patronised because they had been left in limbo and excluded from 


assessment and planning processes. As residents noted: 


“There were Officials from the City, Public Health, McMaster University and the Ministry 
of Environment. They took over the meeting. They set up pictures and statistical information 
in the gymnasium and we just sat there and said this is not our meeting. People were mad, 


people were furious.” 


The meeting was a turning point for both the government officials and the residents. On the one hand. 
public officials from different departments were forced back to the drawing boards after recognizing that 
residents had to be involved planning processes. On the other hand, this meeting was a remarkable 
opportunity for residents to connect with each other and to start demanding government accountability in 


matters related to Plastimet fire. One resident stated: 


“| spent my entire time collecting telephone numbers of people who had shown up at the 
meeting because they had shown an interest in the issue and also for future contacts, if we 


needed to get together again.” 


What Is interesting to note Is that during discussions on neighbourhood participation, a number of themes 
also emerged including, group dynamics, factors influencing mobilization and participation, leadership, as 


well as strategies 
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6.2 Group Dynamics 


Respondents indicated that after the first meeting neighbourhood residents seemed to fall into one of the 


two groups. According to the respondents, these groups can be viewed as the ‘primary and secondary 


group.’ 


The ‘primary group’ consisted of seven people. There were two couples and three other individuals. The 
primary organizers had no prior contact or relationship with each other, except those who lived in the 
same household. 


“We did not know each other at all.” 
According to respondents, the formation of the ‘primary group’ was spontaneous, but remained open to 
each and every resident interested in participating to that degree. Their main goal was to build up 
partnerships and to deal with the complex Plastimet fire issues. 
According to respondents, the ‘secondary group’ consisted of senior citizens, working class residents and 
immigrants many of whom were concerned about their health, but could not play as active a role because 
of time, language barriers and the complexity of the fire issues. 


“We have many seniors in our neighbourhood and some are immigrants with limited English.” 


There were also people in the 'secondary group’ who actively gathered relevant information and offered 


Support in the event that the ‘primary group’ needed mass mobilization. 


“The secondary group is like a fire in the back burner or a fire that needs only to be ignited 


at time when it is necessary.” 


Another respondent mentioned that 


“There were many unidentified callers from the neighbourhood who called the Plastimet 


hotline and left important information for us.” 
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6.2.1 Factors Influencing Mobilization and Participation 


All seven members of the primary group were neighbourhood residents who decided to take ona 
volunteer role. 
“Some residents got together on a voluntary basis just to discuss what was going on. It is here 


where some people offered support to make flyers, posting and mailing stuff.” 


With the exception of one person, none of the respondents reported that they had prior neighbourhood 
organizing experience. Rather, many of them were motivated to participate in the organizing process by 


environmental and health threats resulting from the Plastimet fire. 


“After the fire, there was some kind of soot on my walls, windows and on the grass. 


We did not know what we had inhaled, especially my children. We needed answers.” 


Still others actively participated in the primary group because they were worried and concerned about the 
health and safety of their children. As well, some residents joined the ‘primary group’ because they felt 
that the needs of residents who were less fluent in English and others who had less time should be 


represented. 


Therefore, environmental issues, neighbourhood representation, as well as the health and safety of 
residents and especially, children were some of the reasons why particular residents took it upon 
themselves to actively pressure government to positively change the physical environment in their 


neighbourhood 


6.2.2 Leadership 


Regarding leadership, there were no outside leaders acting as facilitators for the organizing process 
Rather, the ‘primary group’ took this leading role. Within the ‘primary group’, leadership was not based on 


one person. As one resident explained: 


“There was no leader as such. We would get together once in while and all us decided what 
needed to be done and it really worked well. Well, there are some people who committed more 


time to this thing.” 
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The group used the concept of ‘group centred leadership’ and everyone in the group had a say and 
contributed significantly. It is important to note that this was not a “closed” group, and all neighbourhood 


residents were encouraged to participate. 


6.2.3 Strategies 


The strategies used by the North End ‘primary group’ to achieve their goals ranged from use of media to 
direct confrontation with public officials. The respondents indicated that involving local media into 


Plastimet issues was inordinately important to their efforts. One resident described that: 


“At some point, local media were reluctant to cover the Plastimet stories. | guess after they 
realized that it was a hot issue, they jump in and really did a big job of spreading the news 


which would have been hard for us.” 


Without the intervention of media, neighbourhood concerns and matters related to Plastimet could have 
been easily ignored. The residents felt that their contact with the media helped to spread their concerns 
locally and nation-wide. Respondents also added that using media and various confrontation methods 

gave them an opportunity to forward their messages across to Officials and in turn receive some, but not 


all answers to their questions. 


6.3 Community Supports and Obstacles 


Initially, none of the respondents identified specifically any local organizations or extenuating 


circumstances as being obstacles. 


“| cannot say that any organizations hindered us as residents to do what we wanted. Perhaps, 


it is because we were strong, persistent and always in their faces.” 


Although, respondents did not label any local organization or factors as direct obstacles to their 
organizing process, their expressed ideas and views later suggested that there were certain key issues 
that sometimes impeded their planning and organizing process as discussed in the emerging themes 


below. 


6.3.1 Time 


All respondents mentioned lack of time as the main factor in their organizing process. Most of the people 
who were committed to this cause of ensuring fire debris clean up also have families and jobs. The long 
process of neighbourhood organizing for the last 12 months has meant sacrificing their time. The 
interviewees also mentioned that their concerns about time constraints led the group to adopt a system 
that enabled residents to take turns to attend meetings. Basically, when one or more of the primary 
organizers were busy, others would carry on the necessary duties to maintain an on-going planning and 


organizing process. 


6.3.2 Decision Making 


Another key concern for some respondents was that public officials often come to the meetings with a 
range of details on any issue and expected residents to make quick and spontaneous decisions. As 


many residents explained: 


“For them, they were being paid even for the extra time at the meetings and for us, we were 
doing this on a voluntary basis. However, they expected us to make hasty decisions about 
important things. Moreover, there are other people in the community. Do not forget that we also 


had to teach ourselves how to interpret scientific and the environmental readings.” 
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This was particularly difficult because residents who were able to attend these weekly Plastimet 


meetings were also trying to represent other people that were unable to attend. 


For these residents, some important decisions needed a bit of time to be done carefully because of the 
vast viewpoints of the community members and also to gain a good understanding of the scientific 


knowledge involved in the interpretation of environmental data. 
6.3.3. Access to information 


Respondents further mentioned that it was difficult to access important information for their planning and 
organizing process. In pursuit of this information, residents had to rely on the Freedom of Information 


Act., and this method required them to pay out of their pockets. 


“Throughout this entire process, one of the resident organizers has paid from her own pocket for 


all the relevant information.” 


Although, accessing information was a major obstacle for residents, interviewees noted that there were 
ways around this problem. Volunteers regularly phoned to inform or provide organizers tips of how to get 


the necessary information. 


6.3.4 Community Supports 


Despite what appeared like obstacles for the North Enders, residents mentioned that some of the 
community organizations helped them in their organizing process and these agencies included the 
Hamilton-Wentworth Fire Department, media, the North Hamilton Community Centre, Toronto Life, as well 
as the Social Planning and Research Council of Hamilton-Wentworth. The support of these local 
organizations to residents ranged from provision of a meeting room, to organizing of a health study, to 


publicity of Plastimet issues in the neighbourhood 


ima 


6.4 Success Stories 


During the interviews, respondents also repeatedly mentioned their neighbourhood success stories. Up to 
this moment, the North End organizing efforts have not been futile. The long process that has involved 
one meeting after another with public officials has yielded some victories for the neighbourhood and 


residents. Some residents feel that they have achieved some startling victories. 


6.4.1 Local Achievements 


So far, the government has taken the responsibility of the clean up of the fire debris from the site. The 


surface clean-up process is virtually complete. 


“We have been extremely successfully because we have been able to sustain the group 


which oversees the clean-up process for twelve complete months.” 


Among the many other accomplishments that are claimed by some residents is the formation of a formal 
group called Community Action North End (C.A.N.E). One of the commitments of this formal group is to 
continue to oversee the subsurface cleanup of the Plastimet site. The subsurface cleanup process will 
begin in the near future. The group has made suggestions for the future use of the site such as erecting 
an agricultural research facility (Plastimet Meeting, January 22°° 1998). The government has also 


provided a grant for $40,000 that the residents feel should be used towards the development of the site. 


The respondents also felt that the shape and direction of local politics positively changed after the 


Plastimet fire and municipal elections that proceeded. 


“We need some younger people [local Politicians] who were more familiar with our community 


issues.” 


Although, there were no specific campaigns against the former aldermen of the local area, most voters in 
the neighbourhood felt that there was a need to elect new aldermen who would represent their needs 


better 
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6.4.2 Provincial and National Accomplishments 


Other victories for residents include the national awareness of Plastimet fire matters which as stated 


earlier was the result of extensive media coverage. 


“There are many people in Hamilton and Canada who are aware of the Plastimet issues and there 


are valuable lessons for people that what happened here should not happen anywhere else.” 


This is an achievement for residents who feel that people should Know more about the possible dangers 
that some recycling companies pose to communities. Notwithstanding the important work that some of 
the responsible recycling companies do for society, the respondents feel that their operation should be 
made much safer and government should enforce certain standardized processing guidelines. 
Respondents also noted that the terms and conditions of the Ontario Fire Marshall have been made more 


stringent for companies that violate fire codes and abandoned buildings. 
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7.0 ANALYSIS 


Based on the theoretical framework discussed earlier, the analysis reveals that the North End group 
adopted those strategies primarily associated with locality development and social action. Included also is 
a discussion of the possible reasons why the social planning approach may not have been adopted by this 


group. 


7.1 Comparing Three (3) Models of Community Organizing in the North End Case 


In the case of the North End neighbourhood, the level of resident involvement as portrayed by the actions 
of both the ‘primary and secondary groups’ is consistent with the ideas of social action and locality 
development models. For these two models, residents’ participation in neighbourhood affairs is crucial for 


the provision of any form of support when pursuing neighbourhood goals. 


From the findings, it is noted that the North End neighbourhood did not only build social supports, but 
these networks also acted as a springboard and tool during the time when organizers confronted or 
pressured the government for positive physical changes in their neighbourhood. In particular, the most 
important advantage of having a broad-based ‘secondary group’ was that it provided a foundation for a 
Strong defensive. When a threat or challenge presented itself, the community was able to respond with 


effective strategies. 


Again, it is noted that it was through use of pressure and non-violent confrontation that North End 
residents achieved some of their goals. As discussed earlier, these confrontational strategies are integral 
part of the social action and locality development models. The creation of a formal group (Community 
Action North End) and its continued commitment to improve the Plastimet site in the neighbourhood is a 


primary example of how the locality development model was applied in the North End organizing process. 


As described earlier, the locality development model focuses on maintenance and development of 
community properties. Further, the example of the North End community not only demonstrates the 
strengths of neighbourhood organizing, but it makes the public aware of the leadership potential of 


community members 
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The strong local leadership demonstrated by the North End residents could be one of the reasons why this 
community did not adopt the social planning model. As discussed earlier, the model assumes that 
neighbourhood organizing is a complex task that involves a neutral organizer(s) who facilitates planning 
among relevant stakeholders. The option of adopting the social planning model may have been thwarted 
at the onset of the organizing process when almost seven hundred (700) members of the community 
attended the first public meeting and felt that they were being lectured and excluded from the planning 
process by officials. The atmosphere at this public meeting was one of contest, controversy and conflict 
rather than consensus. Key stakeholder groups were polarized at this point. Wynne (1996) would argue 
that the strong local leadership provided residents an opportunity to challenge people who are perceived 
by society as experts thereby removing the barriers between those who make decisions about health or 


environment risks and those who are affected by these risks (Harris, 1997). 


It is also important to note that we are living in an era where there is increased knowledge produced 
through various information systems such as, education, media communication, research and 
development. The rapid growth of knowledge and information technologies has raised important ideas 
and questions about neighbourhood organizing. Unlike in the past, local people in different 
neighbourhoods have a Say in a way their world should be put together and run because they are well 
informed. The North End residents serve as an eloquent example when one notes that the residents had 
to teach themselves how to interpret some of the scientific data. Gaventa (1990) aptly concludes that 
most local people view themselves as knowing actors who can positively shape and transform the 
negative conditions in their immediate area without outside facilitators and thus limiting the social planning 


approach as neighbourhood organizing model. 


Additionally, from the findings, it is noted that residents described their neighbourhood mostly in terms of 
the social relationships and physical surroundings. There was hardly any mention of the economic, 
cultural, language and population demographic aspects of this neighbourhood which is often identified as 
important factors in the level of community participation (Eyes, 281-289, 1990). “North Enders is a label 
synonymous with heavy industries and working class residents, some of whom are immigrants (Toronto 
Star, July, 1997) According to 1991 Statistics Canada, there are about 34.9% low income families in the 
North End neighbourhood. Compared to the Hamilton region with 17.4%, the incidence of poverty Is twice 
as high in the North End neighbourhood. While it was beyond the scope of this report, it would be 
interesting to investigate how the various socio-economic, cultural and language issues impacted the 


organizing process and level of participation. 


ZA 


The level of professional involvement or intervention in the neighbourhood organizing efforts depends on 
the available resources and leadership potential in that particular community. Neighbourhoods or 
communities that are not so prepared may need the support of an outsider facilitator(s). However, ina 
situation that requires external intervention, facilitators should work within certain limitations to allow the 
community or neighbourhood members to play an active role in determining their direction and goals for 


change (Freire, 1970). 


The three models compromising the theoretical framework including, social planning, social action and 
locality development are presented here as ideal constructs to provide us with an understanding of 
concepts of community organizing (Paget, p 115-128, 1990). In any neighbourhood organizing 
initiatives, key stakeholders may adopt certain strategies that relate to one or more models of community 
organizing. In this case study the example of the North End neighbourhood has indicated that residents 


adopted strategies of both social action and locality development models of community organizing. 
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8.0 SUMMARY 


The report highlighted the neighbourhood issues that were imminent and emotional for some North End 
residents and how these factors led them to organize and achieve positive physical changes in their 
community. By synthesizing the various interviews, this paper has attempted to discuss the four main 
identified themes. These themes included the nature of the neighbourhood before the fire, neighbourhood 
participation, community supports and obstacles, as well as accomplishments. Investigating these four 


areas provided us with an understanding of the North End neighbourhood organizing process. 


The interconnectedness between the three community organizing models and its relevance to our case 
Study also was discussed. However, it remains to be answered whether North End residents will still 


achieve all their goals and in particular find answers to many of their questions. 


Finally, from the North End case study, it appears that there are certain key lessons that can BE drawn by 


other communities that face issues which raises concern. 


8.1 Lessons 


e Respondents suggested, it is crucial for residents in any neighbourhood to identify and address the 
early warning signs that may be pointing towards a future problern(s) in their community. North End 
residents seem to have had a common concern about the accumulation of the unknown plastic, but 
did not organize to deal with the issue at the early stages until it escalated and resulted into a 
massive plastic fire. Therefore, acting right away as a group to solve a small problem may help to 


prevent larger ones later. 


e Representation of the whole community is an important lesson for other neighbourhoods facing 
similar or different circumstances. Our findings have shown that the ‘primary group’ continuously 
attempted to solicit and incorporate the needs and views of those less active members in the 


Plastimet fire issues. 


e From the discussion, it is noted that there is formation of a formal community group (C.A.N.E.) which 
is not only sign of increased neighbourhood participation, but it is likely that the neighbourhood will 


remain active in its pursuit of preserving and maintaining the neighbourhood as a liveable place. 


Zo 


Last, but not least, another lesson to be drawn from the North End community is the need for people 
to increasingly participate in local and national politics because the issues that are affecting our 


communities now and in the future can be positively changed by voting leaders that represent the 


citizens’ needs. 
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